Thanks to a shared language and a long tradition of emigration Irish people moving to Britain after southern Ireland's secession from the United Kingdom did not experience significant difficulties integrating. Crucially, secession did not lead to legal restrictions on the movement of labour between the two islands and nor did it provoke a drastic policy change on Irish recruitment, which continued throughout the interwar period and most markedly during the Second World War. Yet given the way in which Ireland left the United Kingdom, after a violent guerrilla war against Crown forces, one could assume that the Services would have been weary of accepting Irish recruits. After all, such recruits would be joining British institutions that by their very nature emphasised national and patriotic values. In reality however, Irish people in the British forces were generally treated no differently from other recruits: they had no difficulty in joining up and during their service few recalled experiencing any problems due to their nationality. On the contrary, the themes that emerge from the testimonies of former officers and official records are the close friendship between Service personnel from the north and south of Ireland, the British army's successful merging of both these elements into an all-Ireland identity with the formation of the Irish Brigade and the provision for and encouragement of Catholic worship within the forces. It is clear that southern Irish people joining the British forces after 1922 were not regarded as a group presenting particular integration challenges in the way that recruits from other British dominions did, such as Afrikaans-speakers fighting alongside the British army during the Second World War. 1 Yet there were idiosyncrasies in the Irish experience of the British forces, especially during the 1939-45 war, which demonstrated how Irish identity had evolved since 1922 and how their service was seen as something different from that of one
British policy on recruitment from Ireland
After the Anglo-Irish Treaty was signed in December 1921 recruitment was suspended to all the Irish infantry regiments of the British army (except the Irish Guards) and several months later it was decided that the six regiments whose recruiting areas were now part of the newly established Irish Free State would be disbanded. Yet the three Irish regiments based in the North and the Irish Guards headquartered in London remained intact and continued to accept recruits from the Free State.
2 In spite of the survival of this Irish military tradition, the War of Independence and the secession of southern Ireland from the United Kingdom did have one important consequence for the continued admission of Irish applicants to the British forces. This was the risk of IRA infiltration and subversion of Crown forces, as personified by the Connaught Rangers mutiny in India in 1920, where a combination of concern among the other ranks about events unfolding in Ireland and discontent with harsh conditions erupted into open revolt by at least 88 soldiers against their officers.
3
There was no uniform approach to the issue of Irish nationality in the British armed forces, each of the Services pursuing their own policy. During the interwar period, the British army employed a screening process whereby prospective recruits from Ireland were required to provide two references from ex-British officers resident in the Free State or 'persons connected with loyalist associations', and as an added precaution the recruiting offices at London and Liverpool would 'write, in plain envelopes, or telegraph to the local Civic Guards for confirmation of the character'. 4 The War Office found this procedure effective and expressed little concern for the loyalty of His Majesty's Irish subjects, to the extent that it even accepted men who had served in the Irish army or 'who are still serving, without asking any questions on this score'.
5 Such a flexible policy was also likely to have been influenced by the British army's aforementioned difficulty in attracting recruits during the 1930s.
The Royal Navy, on the other hand, was much more restrictive about recruitment from Ireland owing to intelligence obtained by MI5 in 1925 that 'a certain number of Irish rebels may possibly endeavour to join H.M. Navy whose real motive is espionage, sabotage, or propaganda'.
